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NARRATIVE 


OF THE 


DISINTERM ENT 


MILTON's COFFIN, 


PARISH-CHURcHoOf ST, GILES, CrieppLEGATE, 
On WEDNESDAY, 4th of AUGUST, 1790; 
AND 07 


THE TREATMENT OF THE CORPSE, 


DURING THAT AND THE FOLLOWING DAY, 


nec mortuis parcunt. quin illys de requie ſepulture. de aſyio 
guodam mortis, jam alias, jam nec totes avellant, diſſecent, 

diſirabant, 
TZR TVI I. Apologet. Cap. 37. 
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NARRATIVE, @c. 
— 


Hav IN G read in the Public Adver- 
tiſer, on Saturday, the 7th of Auguſt, 
1790, that Milton's coffin had been dug 
up, in the pariſh church of St. Giles, 
Cripplegate, and was there to be ſeen, 
I went immediately to the church, and 
found the latter part of the information 
untrue; but, from converſations on that 


day, 


—_ — — — 
2 9 


(RF 


day, on Monday the gth, and on Tueſ- 
day, the 1oth of Auguſt, with Mr. 
Thomas Strong, Solicitor and F. A. S. 
Red-crols-ſtreet, Yefry-Clerk; Mr. John 


Cole, Barbican, Silverſmith, Churchwar- 


den; Mr. John Laming, Barbican, Pawn- 
broker, and Mr. Fountain, Beech- lane, 


Publican, Overſeers; Mr. Taylor, of Stan- 
ton, Derbyſhire, Surgeon ; a friend of 


Mr. Laming, and a viſitor in his houſe; 


Mr. William Aſcough, Coffin-maker, _ 


Fore- ſtreet, Pariſb - clerk; Benjamin 
Holmes and Thomas Hawhkeſworth, jours 
neymen to Mr. Aſcough; Mrs. Hoppey, 


Fore-ſtrect, Sexton; Mr. Ellis, No. g, ; 


Lamb's-chapel, comedian of the royalty- 
theatre; and John Poole (fon of Row- 
land Poole) watch-ſpring-maker, Ja- 

cob's- 


* 


. 
cob's-paſſage, Barbican; the following 
facts are eſtabliſhed. 


It being in the contemplation of ſome 
perſons to beſtow a conſiderable ſum of 
money, in erecting a monument, in the 
pariſh church of Sr. Giles, Cripplegate, 
to the memory of Milion, and the parti- 
cular ſpot of his interment, in that 
church, having for many years paſt, been 
| aſcertained only by tradition, ſeveral of 

'the principal pariſhioners have, at their 
meetings, frequently expreſſed a wiſh, 
that his coffin ſhould be dug - for, that in- 
conteſtable evidence of its exact ſituation 
might be eſtabliſhed, before the ſaid 
monument ſhould be erected. The 
entry, among the burials, in the re- 

5 | giſter« 


1 
giſter book, 12th of November, 1674, 


is 66 John Milton, Gentleman, con- 


ſumpcon, chancell. The church of &. 
Giles, Cripplegate, was built in 10 303 
was burat down (except the ſteeple) and 
rebuilt in 1545; was repaired in 1682; 
and againin 1510. In the repair of 1682, 
an alteration took place in the diſpoſition 
of the inſide of the church; the pulpit 
was remoyed from the ſecond pillar, 
againſt which it ſtood, north of the chan- 
cel, to the ſouth ſide of the preſent chan- 
cel, which was then formed, and pews 
were built over the old chancel. The 
tradition has always been, that Milton was 
buried in the chancel, under the clerk's 
deſk ; but, the circumſtance of the alte- 


ration in the church not having of late 
years 


( # ) 
years. been attended to, the clerk, ſexton, 
and other officers of the pariſh have miſ- 
guided enquirers, by ſhewing the ſpot 
under the clerk's deſk, in the preſent 
chancel, as the place of Milton's inter- 
ment. - I have twice, at different periods, 
been ſhewn that ſpot, as the place where 
Milton lay. Even Mr. Baſkerville, who 
died a few years ago, and who had re- 
queſted in his will to be buried by Milton, 
was depoſited in the above-mentioned 
ſpot of the preſent chancel, in pious in- 
tention of compliance with his requeſt. 
The church is now, Auguſt, 1790, under 
a general repair, by contract, for 1350/. 
and Mr. Strong, Mr. Cole, and other pa- 
riſhioners, having very prudently judged 
that the ſearch would be made with 
(135 B much 


þ -- (. w ) 


much leſs inconvenience to the pariſh at 
this time, when the church is under re- 
pair, than at any period after the faid re- 
pair ſhould be completed, Mr. Cole, in 
the laſt days of July, ordered the work- 
men to dig in ſearch of the coffin, Mr. 
Aſcough, his father, and grand-father, 
have been pariſh-clerks of St. Giles for 
upwards of go years paſt. His grand- 
father, who died in February, 1759-60, 
aged 84, uſed frequently to ſay, that 
Milton had been buried under the clerk's 
deſk in the chancel. John Poole, aged 
70, has often heard his father talk of 
Milton's perſon, from thoſe who had ſeen 
him; and alſo, that he lay under the 
common- council- men's pew. The com- 


mon- council- men's pew is built over that 


very 


{ I }) 


very part of the old chancel, where the 
former clerk's-deſk ſtood. Theſe tradi- 
tions in the pariſh, reported to Mr. 
Strong and Mr. Cole, readily directed 
them to dig from the preſent chancel, 
northwards, towards the pillar, againſt 
which the former pulpit and deſk had 
ſtood. On Tueſday afternoon,' Auguſt 
3d, notice was brought to Meſſrs. Strong 
and Cole, that the coffin was diſcovered. 
They went immediately to the church; 
and, by help of a candle, proceeded un- 
der the common-council-men's pew, to 
the place where the coffin lay. It 
was in a chalky foil, and directly 
over a wooden coffin, ſuppoſed to be 
that of Milton's father; tradition hav- 
ing always reported, that Milton was 
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6129) 
buried next to his father. The regiſtry 
of the father of Milton, among the buri- 
als, in the pariſh-book, is John Melton, 
« Gentleman, 1 5th of March, 1646-7.“ 
In digging through the whole ſpace, 
from the preſent chancel, where the 
ground was opened, to the ſituation of 
the former clerk's-deſk, there was not 
found any other coffin, which could raiſe 
the ſmalleſt doubt of this being Millon's. 
The two oldeſt, found in the ground, 
had inſcriptions, which Mr. Strong co- 
pied; they were of as late dates as 1 727 
and 1759, When he and Mr. Cole had 
examined the coffin, they ordered water 
and a bruſh to be brought, that they 
might waſh it, in ſearch of an inſcrip- 
tion, or initials, or date; but, upon its 


being 


( 13 ) 


being carefully cleanſed, none was found, 
The following particulars were given to 
me in writing, by Mr. Strong, and they 
contain the admeaſurement of the coffin, 


as taken by him, with a rule. A 


© leaden coffin, found under the com- 


cc 


66 


66 


6c 


cc 


66 


66 


66 


mon- council- men's pew, on the north 


ſide of the chancel, nearly under the 
place, where the old pulpit and 
clerk's-deſk ſtood. The coffin ap- 
peared to be old, much corroded, and 
without any inſcription, or plate upon 
it. It was in length five feet ten in- 
ches, and in width, at the broadeſt 
part, over the ſhoulders, one foot four 
inches,” Conjecture naturally pointed 


out, both to Mr. Strong and Mr. Cole, 
that, by moving the leaden coffin, there 


would 


7 


ct. Ht — — — — > 


ed 


(8) 


would be a great chance of finding ſome 
inſcription on the wooden one under- 
neath ; but, with a juſt and laydable 
piety, they diſdained to diſturb the ſacred 
aſhes, after a requiem of 116 years; 
and having, as far as might be, ſatisfied 
their curiofity, and aſcertained the fact, 
which was the ſubje& of it, Mr. Cole 
ordered the ground to be cloſed, This 


was on the afternoon of Tueſday, Auguſt 


the 3d; and, when I waited on Mr. 


Strong, on Saturday morning, the 5th, 
he informed me, that the coffin had 
becn found on the Tueſday, had been 
examined, waſhed, and meaſured by him 
and Mr. Cole; but that the ground had 
been immediately cloſed, when they left 
the church :—not doubting that Mr. 

| Cole's 


A. > 


Cole's order had been punctually obeyed. 
But the dire& contrary appears to have 
been the fact. 5 


On Tueſday evening, the 3d, Mr. 
Cole, Meſſrs. Laming and Taylor, Holmes, 
&c. had a merry-meeting, as Mr. Cole ex- 
preſſes himſelf, at Fountain's houſe: the 
converſation there turned upon Mz/ton's 
coffin having been diſcovered ; and, in 
the courſe of the evening, ſeveral of 
thoſe preſent expreſſing a deſire to ſee it, 
Mr. Cole aſſented, that if the ground was 
not already cloſed, the cloſing of it ſhould 
be deferred, until they ſhould have ſatiſ- 
fied their curioſity. Between 8 and 9 
o'clock, on Wedneſday morning, the 4th, 
the two overſeers, (Laming and Fountain) 
| and 


Cc 16 ) 
and Mr. Taylor, went to the houſe of 


Aſcougb, the clerk, which leads into the 


church-yard, and aſked for Holmes ; they 
then went with Holmes into the church, 
and pulled the coffin, which lay deep in 


the ground, from its original ſtation, to 


the edge of the excavation, into day-light. 
Mr. Laming told me, that, to affiſt in 
thus removing it, he put his hand into a 
corroded hole, which he ſaw in the lead, 
at the coffin foot, When they had thus 
removed it, the overſeers aſked Holmes if 
he could open it, that they might ſee the 
body. Holmes immediately fetched a 
mallet and a chiſel, and cut open the top 
of the coffin, ſlantwiſe from the head, as 
low as the breaſt ; ſo that, the top being 
doubled backward, they could ſee the 
| corple ; 


("3 


corpſe : he cut it open alſo at the foot, 
Upon firſt view of the body, it appeared 
perfect, and completely enveloped in the 
ſhroud, which was of many folds; the 
ribs ſtanding- up regularly. When they 
diſturbed the ſhroud, the ribs fell. Mr. 
Fountam told me, that he pulled hard at 
the teeth, which reſiſted, until ſome one 
hit them a knock with a ſtone, when 
they eaſily came out. There were but 
five in the upper-jaw, which were all 
perfectly ſound and white, and all taken 
by Mr. Fountain : he gave one of them 
to Mr. Laming: Mr. Laming alſo took 
one from the lower-jaw ; and Mr. Taylor 
took two from it. Mr. Laming told me, 
that he had at one time a mind to bring 
away the whole under- jaw with the 

W teeth 


(48>) 
teeth in it; he had it in his hand, but 
toſſed it back again. Alto, that he lifted 
up the head, and ſaw a great quantity of 


hair, which lay ſtrait and even, behind 
the head, and in the ſtate of hair, which 
had been combed and tied-together be- 
fore interment : but it was wet; the 
coffin having conſiderable corroded holes, 
both at the head and foot, and a 

great part of the water, with which 
it had been waſhed, on the "Tueſday 


afternoon, having run into it. The 


Overſeers and Mr. Taylor went away 
ſoon afterwards ; and Meſlts. Laming 
and Taylor went home to get ſcif- 
ſors to cut-off ſome of the hair : they 
returned about ten; when Mr. Laming 
poked his ſtick againſt the head, and 
brought 


( 19 ) 

brought ſome of the hair over the fore« 
head ; but, as they ſaw the ſciflors were 
not neceſſary. Mr. Taylor took up the 
hair, as it laid on the forehead, and car- 
ried it home. The water, which had 
got into the coffin, on the Tueſday 
afternoon, had made a ſludge at the bot- 
tom of it, emitting a nauſeous ſmell, 
and which occaſioned Mr. Laming to uſe 
his ſtick to procure the hair, and not ta 
lift up the head a ſecond time. Mr. 
Laming alſo took out one of the leg 
bones, but threw it in again. Holmes 
went out of the church, whilſt Meſſrs. 
Laming, Taylor, and Fountain were there 
the firſt time, and he returned when the 
two former were come the ſecond time. 
When Meſſrs. Laming and Taylor had 

C2 finally 


( 20 ) 
finally quitted the .church, the coffin 
was removed, from the edge of the ex- 
cavation, back to its original ſtation ; but 
was no otherwiſe cloſed, than by the 
lid, where it had been cut and reverſed, 
being bent down again. Mr. Aſcough, 
the clerk, was from home the greater 


part of that day; and Mrs. Hoppey, the 


ſexton, was from home the whole day. 
Elizabeth Grant, the grave-digger, and 
who is ſervant to Mrs. Hoppey, therefore 
now took poſſeſſion of the coffin ; and, 
as its ſituation, under the common- 
council-men's pew, would not admit of 
its being ſeen without the help of a can- 
dle, ſne kept a tinder· box in the excava- 
tion, and, when any perſons came, ſtruck 
2 light, and conducted them under the 

pew; 
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pew; where, by reverſing the part of 
the lid which had been cut, ſhe ex- 
hibited the body, at firſt for 6d. and af- 
terwards for 3d. and 2d. each perſon, 
The workmen in the church kept the 
doors locked to all thoſe who would 
not pay the price of a pot of beer for 


entrance, and many, to avoid that pay- 


ment, got in at a window at the weſt 
end of the church, near to Mr, Aſcough's 
counting-houſe. 


I went on Saturday, the 7th, to Mr. 
Laming's houſe, to requeſt a lock of the 
hair; but, not meeting with Mr. Taylor 
at home, went again on Monday the gth, 
when Mr. Taylor gave me part of what 
hair he had reſerved for himſelf. 

Hawhefworth 


( 22 ) 


Hawkefworth having informed me, on 
the Saturday, that Mr. Ellis, the player, 
had taken ſome hair, and that he had 
ſeen him take a rib-bone, and carry it 
away in paper under his coat, I went 
from Mr. Laming's, on Monday, to Mr. 
Ellis, who told me, that he had paid 6d. 
to Elizabeth Grant for ſeeing the body ; 
and that he had lifted up the head, and 
taken, from among the ſludge under it, 
a ſmall quantity of hair, with which 
was a piece of the ſhroud, and, ad- 
hering to the hair, a bit of the ſkin of 
the ſkull, of about the fize of a ſhilling. 
He put them all into my hands, with 


the rib-bone, which appeared to be one 
of the upper ribs. The piece of the 
ſhroud was of coarſe linen. The hair, 

which 


( 23 ) 
which he had taken, was ſhort: a ſmall 
part of it he had waſhed, and the re- 
mainder was in the clotted ſtate, in 
which he had taken it. He told me, 
that he had tried to reach down as low 
as the hands of the corpſe, but had not 
been able to effect it. The waſhed hair 
correſponded exactly with that in my 
poſſeſſion, and which I had juſt received 
from Mr. Taylor. Ellis is a very inge- 
nious worker-in-hair, and he ſaid, that 
thinking it would be of great advantage 
to him to poſſeſs a quantity of Milton's 
hair, he had returned to the church on 
Thurſday, and had made his endeavors 
to get acceſs a ſecond time to the body; 


but had been refuſed admittance. 
Hawheſworth took a tooth, and broke off 


a bit 


, 


( 24 ) 

a bit of the coffin; of which IT was in- 
formed by Mr. Aſcough. I purchaſed 
them both of Hawkeſworth, on Saturday 
the 7th, for 28. and he told me, that 
when he took the tooth out, there were 
but two more remaining; one of which 
was afterwards taken by another of Mr. 
Aſeough's men; and Ellis informed me, 
that, at the time when he was there, on 
Wedneſday, the teeth were all gone; 
but the Overſeers ſay, they think that 
all the teeth were not taken out of the 
coffin, though diſplaced from the jaws, 
but that ſome of them muſt have fallen 
among the other bones, as they very 
readily came out, after the firſt were 
Haſlib, fon of William 
Haſlib, of Jewin- ſtreet, undertaker, 
| took 


drawn. 


4 


( 25 ) 
took one of the ſmall bones, which I 
purchaſed of him, on Monday, the gth, 


for 28. 


With reſpect to the identity of the 
perſon; any one muſt be a ſkeptic againſt 
violent preſumptions, to entertain a 
doubt of its being that of Million. The 
pariſh-traditions of the ſpot; the age of 
the coffin; none other found in the 
ground, which can at all conteſt with it, 
or render it ſuſpicious; Poole's tradition, 
that thoſe, who had converſed with his 
father about Milton's perſon, always de- 
ſcribed him to have been thin, with long 
hair; the entry in the regiſter-book, that 
Milton died of a conſumption, are all 
ſtrong confirmations, with the ſize of the 


iM Coffin, 


© 5 


coffin, of the identity of the perſon, If it 
be objected, that againſt the pillar, where 


the pulpit formerly ſtood, and imme- 
diately over the common-council-men's 
| pew, is a monument to the family of Smith, 
which ſhews that near that place” were 
buried, in 1653, Richard Smith, aged 17; 
in 1655, John Smith, aged 32 - in 7664, 
Elizabeth Smith, the mother, aged 64; 
and, in 1675, Richard Smith, the father, 
aged 85; it may be anſwered, that if 
the coffin in queſtion be one of theſe, 
the others ſhould be there alſo. The 


corpſe is certainly not that of a man of 


85: and, if it be ſuppoſe ne, of the 
firſt-named males of wap e 
certainly the two latey coffins ſhould 
appear; but none ke found ; nor 


.could 


( 27 ) 
could that monument have been erected 
until many years after the death of the 
laſt perſon mentioned in the inſcription ; 
and it was then placed there, as it ex- 
preſſes, not by any of the family, but at 
the expence of friends. The flatneſs of 
the pillar, after the pulpit had been re- 
moved, offered an advantageous ſituation 
for it; and ** near this place, upon a 
mural monument, will always admit of 
liberal conſtruction. Holmes, who is 
much reſpected in that pariſh, and very 
ingenious and intelligent in his buſineſs, 
ſays, that a leaden coffin, when the inner 
wooden caſe is periſhed, muſt, from 
preffure and its own weight, ſhrink in 
breadth, and that, therefore, more than 
the preſent admeaſurement of this coffin, 
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( 28 ) x 

acroſs the ſhoulders, muſt have been its 3 
original breadth. There is evidence, alſo, 4 
that it was incurvated, both on the top i 
and at the ſides, at the time when it 4 
| was diſcovered. But the ſtrongeſt of all 9 
confirmations is the hair, both in its if 
length and color. Behold Faithorne's 4 
quarto-print of Milton, taken ad vivum, j 
in 1670, four years before Milton's death. I 
5 


Obſerve the ſhort locks growing towards — 


the forehead, and the long ones flowing 


from the ſame place down the fides of 
the face. The whole quantity of hair, 
which Mr. Taylor took, was from the 
forehead, and all taken at one graſp. I 
meaſured, on Monday morning, the gth, 3 
that lock of it, which he had given to : 
Mr. Laming, ſix inches and an half by a ; 

| rule ; 


( 29 ) 
rule; and the lock of it, which he gave 
to me, taken at the ſame time and from 
the ſame place, meaſures only two inches 
and an half, In the reign of Charles II. 
how few, beſides Milton, wore their 
hair! Mood ſays, Milton had light brown 
hair; the very deſcription of that which 
we poſſeſs: and what may ſeem extra- 
ordinary, it is yet ſo ſtrong, that Mr. 
Laming, to cleanſe it from its clotted 
ſtate, let the ciſtern- cock run on it, for 
near a minute, and then rubbed it be- 


tween his fingers, without injury, 


Milton's coffin lay open from Wedneſ- 
day morning, the 4th, at ꝙ o'clock, until 
4 o'clock in the afternoon of the follow- 
ing day, when the ground was cloſed. 

6 With 


r 


CY — - 
ö PI A he 
we - — * * ts 


K - ho e —— 
2 — ——_— —_ 4 
— —— 8 
— g * 
— 2 — 
2 7 < 


NE IN 


— 


es Rr DSS 


— - tay ow - 
— * 
tend. ond A 
— — 


— 
pn 


= 


- — — 
—ů 
— * — — — 
— . — — 
= — — —— ya. 
* » — 
4 * 
— - — — — < 
- — ; OD 
- — 
13 - 4ay - 


—— — 
4 


I 4% _ _ 
* ＋ - — 2.4 : Wy : — — = 
- N 4 A — — 
N * : 
4 * 
- — = _ — > 
vw » v a £ - — — r —— 
- 3 „ 
* = A z — 
_ 34 is 
922 __ <= 
m_— — = 
* — 
— © * N "0 
- 1 2 e 
— 8 — — ASS 
a . — N 
„„ "Y MET > « Iz N 
W = 1 — — 
be ä ＋ 1 — — . — 4 3 1 
2 * W * 0 * 28 - 3 . 
—_ * — — 2 * — vi 
A " .. 
o 


oo ws -” 
— 9 — 2 


15 
With reſpect to there being no inſcrip- 
tion on the coffin; Holmes ſays, that in- 


ſeription- plates were not uſed, nor in- 


vented, at the time when Milion was 


buried; that the practice then was to 


paint the inſcription on the outſide 
wooden coffin; which, in this caſe, was 
entirely periſhed. 


It has never been pretended that any 


bair was taken, except by Mr. Taylor, and 
by Ellis, the player; and all which the 
latter took would, when cleanſed, eaſily 
lie in a ſmall locket. Mr. Taylor has 
divided his ſhare into many ſmall par- 
cels; and the lock, which I ſaw in Mr. 
Laming's hands, on Saturday morning, 
the 7th, and which then meaſured 6 
inches 
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6 
inches and an half, had been ſo cut and 
reduced by diviſions among Mr, Laming's 
friends, at noon, on Monday, the gth, 
that he then poſſeſſed only a ſmall bit, 
from two to three inches in length. | 


All the teeth are remarkably ſhort be- 
low the gum. The five, which were 
in the upper-jaw, and the middle teeth 
of the lower, are perfect and white. 
Mr. Fountain took the five upper-jaw 
teeth ; Mr. Laming one from the lower- 
jaw; Mr. Taylor two from it; Hau 
worth one; and another of Mr. Aſcough's 
men one: beſides theſe, 1 have not been 
able to trace any; nor have I heard that 
any more were taken. It is not proba- 
ble that more than ten ſhould have been 
1 brought 
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brought away, if the conjecture of the 


C 8 ) 


Overſeers, that ſome dropped among the 
other bones, be founded, 


In recording a tranſaction, which will 
ſtrike every liberal mind with horror and 


diſguſt, I cannot omit to declare, that I 1 


have procured thoſe relics, which J poſ- 3 
ſeſs, only in hope of bearing part in a be. 
pious and honorable reſtitution of all Y 


that has been taken :—the fole atone- b 
ment, which can now be made, to the 
| violated 7 


Can 


violated rights of the dead; to the in- 
ſulted pariſhioners at large ; and to the 
feelings of all good men. During the 
preſent repair of the church, the mode is 
obvious and eaſy. Unleſs that be done, 
in vain will the pariſh hereafter boaſt a 
ſumptuous monument to the memory of 
Milton: it will but diſplay their ſhame 


in proportion to its magnificence. 


I collected this account from the 
mouths of thoſe, who were immediate 
actors in this moſt facrilegious ſcene ; 
and before the voice of charity had re- 
proached them with their impiety. By 
it, thoſe are exculpated, whoſe juſt and 


liberal ſentiments reſtrained their hands 


from an act of violation; and the blood 
E of 
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